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NEW YORK TIMES SAYS UM PROFESSOR’S BOOK
IS A HOT SUMMER READ
MISSOULA It’s not every book that gets a glowing tribute in the New York Times Book Review
written by former television host Dick Cavett.
Jeff W iltse’s “Contested Waters: A Social History of Swimming Pools in America” was
published early this year by the University of North Caroline Press and it is making waves
across the country.
This year’s Summer Reading issue of the New York Times Book Review, published
Sunday, contained Cavett’s 1,000-word review of “Contested W aters.”
Cavett wrote that he thought, when given the assignment to review the book, “what a silly
idea”.
“I am one who came to scoff but remained to pray,” he then opined, adding, “It
quickly becomes clear that Jeff W iltse’s ‘Contested W aters’ ... is the colorful story of
America’s municipal swimming pools in the 19th and 20lh centuries. Against that backdrop it
becomes a story of America.”
The associate professor of history at The University of Montana also has received high
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praise in reviews in The Economist, The Washington Post and Publisher’s Weekly, among
others. The book already has gone into a second printing.
In “Contested W aters” Wiltse discusses the implications of pools as sites of race riots,
shrinking swimsuits and conspicuous leisure. It is, at once, a story of class and race conflicts,
burgeoning cities and suburbs, competing visions o f social reform, eroticized public culture,
democratized leisure, and Americans’ recent retreat from public life.
Wiltse relates how the first public pools were provided as “bathtubs” for the urban poor
and were separated by gender. Racism became an issue when the pools allowed men and
women to swim together.
For a time — from the 1920s to the 1950s — municipal pools were hugely popular and
often fought over. Some were larger than football fields; 50,000 people visited the Fairgrounds
Park Pool in St. Louis on one day when it opened in 1913 — about half to watch and the other
half to swim.
Beginning in the 1970s, the flight to the suburbs and racial tensions resulted in a
decline in municipal pool use. The middle class built backyard pools or swam in pools built in
their neighborhoods, and municipal pools began a slow decay.
Wiltse’s analysis of a variety of pool disputes illuminates underlying tensions in
American society over women’s bodies, the social geography of urban spaces, the spread of
diseases, cultural authority and interracial mingling.
Wiltse laments the loss of the open public space the swimming pool provided. From the
1920s into the 1970s, “municipal pools were a central part of community life and individuals’
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summer experience,” he said. “Today they’ve become marginal in America.”
He noted that during the Great Depression, there was a “pool building spree.”
“We were in the worst depression and yet there was the concerted effort to provide
public swimming pools,” he said. “Today w e’re in a period of historic prosperity and yet we
can’t seem to find the money to build public swimming pools.”
Cavett ended his review by writing: “At the end, Wiltse laments the passing of the
great romantic pools and recalls his own experience of one in Seattle. ... Finishing ‘Contested
W aters,’ I felt I’d had a good course in America. All its traits, fine and lamentable are found
here - the most vivid being, alas, our stinking racism”
Wiltse has taught at UM for five years and soon will take over retiring Professor Harry
Fritz’s Montana History class. His next research topic is the history of music in public spaces.
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